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U. S. S. PEACOCK IN THE WAR OF 1812
A Fight off the Florida East Coast
By

T.

In the second year of the second war with England, known as the War of 1812, keels were laid for
a number of fighting craft for the United States
navy. Among them was that of a sloop of war
which. was launched at New York, September 19,
1813, seventy-two working days after the keel was
laid. Her dimensions were, length 118 feet, breadth
of beam 32 feet, depth of hold 14 feet. The sloop
had 26 gun-ports, was of 509 tons, and was classed
next below a frigate. She was christened Peacock.
Early in March, 1814, the Peacock was ready for
sea, with an armament of eighteen 32-lb. carronades
(and probably two long 18’s). Her appearance on
the water was mentioned as being “beautiful beyond description” while her sailing qualities were
thought to be the fastest in our navy. This little
ship was destined for a distinguished career the
highlight of which was to occur in Florida waters.
The Peacock left New York for the St. Mary’s
River with a quantity of government munitions of
war. On the voyage down the coast she was chased
several times by British ships of the line, but outsailed them all and entered the St. Mary’s, where
her cargo was landed at Point Petre (two miles
east of the town of St. Mary’s, Georgia) then maintained as a military and naval outpost for observation upon the Spanish province of East Florida.
Under the command of Master Commandant
Lewis Warrington, First Lieutenant John B. Nic-

.

1. Niles Weekly Register, Baltimore, Oct. 2, 1813, p. 78; May
28, 1814, p. 213. This publication will hereafter be cited
as N.W.R.
2. N.W.R., Mar. 5, 1814, p. 13; May 28, 1814, p. 213
3. N.W.R., Apr. 23, 1814, p. 132
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olson, Second Lieutenant Samuel Henley, and acting Third Lieutenant Philip F. Voorhees, with a
crew of 160 men the Peacock sailed from the St.
Mary’s about April 1 on her first cruise. This
cruise was designed to raid commerce in the Bahama
channel, which was the lane for ships from Jamaica
to England. This area was patrolled for three
weeks and only three vessels were observed in that
time; they could not be overhauled, though one was
chased among the shoals of Canaveral.
A
April
While on a northerly tack off the
Florida coast a sail was observed by the Peacock
at sunrise and soon three others hove into sight.
These proved to be a British brig, a Russian and
a Spanish ship under the convoy of the British brig
of war Epervier (Sparrow Hawk) one of the brag
small fighting ships of the British navy, commanded by Captain R. W. Wales. She was 107
feet in length, beam 32 feet, depth of hold 14 feet,
tonnage 477, mounted eighteen 32-lb carronades,
with a crew of 128 men. Therefore in size and
armament she was almost perfectly matched with
the Peacock. This ship was built in England in
1812, sent to America in 1813, was bilged by a storm
at Halifax, N. S., November 12, 1813, and had to
her credit at least one capture, the American privateer Alfred of 16 guns and 110 men.
N.W.R., May 21, 1814, p. 197; May 28, 1814, p. 213
5. Warrington to Secy. of Navy, Mary 4, 1814, O.R.N. Through
the generous cooperation and courtesy of Captain D. W.
Knox, U.S.N. (Retired), Officer in Charge of Naval Records
and Library, Washington, the author was furnished copies
of official records designated herein as O.R.N., signifying
Official Records of the Navy Department.
6. O.R.N., Warrington to Secy. of Navy, Apr. 29; May 4, 1814;
N.W.R., May 21, 1814, pp. 195-6
7. N.W.R., May 28, 1814, p. 213
8. N.W.R., Dec. 11, 1813, p. 248; May 21, 1814, p. 196 ; June 11,
1814, p. 244
4.
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The Peacock and the Epervier headed for each
other, both clearing for action. The breeze was
light and it was almost 11 a.m. before they came
“within pistol shot” at which distance the engagement opened with broadsides. oTheir position at
thiso time was approximately 27 47’ latitude and
8 0 09’ longitude, or about fifteen miles off the
coast directly east of the present town of Sebastian.
In the first broadside from the Epervier at five
minutes before 11 o’clock, two round shot disabled
the foreyard of the Peacock depriving her of the
use of her foresail and fore topsail, which greatly
hindered the
maneuvering of the ship throughout
10
the action ; it was a question now of standing off
and shooting it out, which she proceeded to do.
For forty-two minutes the fight continued, when
the Epervier, greatly damaged, surrendered. The
cannonading was terrific according to the captain
of one of the merchantmen, all three of which
escaped by turning northeast into the Gulf Stream.
The remarkable feature of this fight was the
small amount of damage suffered by the Peacock.
Her total damage besides that from the first broadside comprised a few topmast and top gallant back
stays shot away and a number of shot holes through
her sails. Not a round shot touched her hull. Her
casualties were two wounded, none killed.
It was a different story for the Epervier. When
she surrendered her main topmast was over the
side, main boom shot away, foremast cut nearly in
two, fore rigging and stays shot away, bowsprit
seriously damaged, forty-five shot holes in her hull,
twenty of which were within a foot of the water line
above and below; with several feet of water in her
9. O.R.N., Journal (log-book) of the Peacock; Reports of Warrington to Secy. of Navy, Apr. 29 and May 4, 1814

10.

Ibid.

11. Ibid; N.W.R., June 11, 1814, p. 244
12. O.R.N., Warrington to Secy. of Navy, May 4, 1814
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hold. Her casualties were eight killed, three of
whom were impressed American seamen, and fifteen
wounded including her first lieutenant.
Commander Warrington immediately set about
making repairs. The damage to the Peacock was
repaired within an hour, when she was again ready
for action. The full force was at work on the
Epervier throughout the afternoon. The prisoners
were removed to the Peacock together with $118,000
in specie from the strong box of the Epervier. At
6. p.m. the two ships proceeded northward under
easy sail and favorable wind, headed for the nearest
United States port, presumably Point Petre on
the St. Mary’s River.
Nothing of consequence was noted until late the
next afternoon (April 30), when off Amelia Island
two large British frigates were seen bearing down
upon the Peacock and her prize. In this situation
in order to save the Peacock Warrington withdrew
from the prize all except Lieutenant Nicolson and
sixteen officers and men, turned and stood southward, leaving Lieutenant Nicolson to make the best
of his way for the St. Mary’s, which was then almost in sight.
The Peacock was chased by one of the frigates,
but by nine o’clock the chaser was lost sight of in
the darkness. Commander Warrington continued
standing to the southward all night. At daylight
(May 1) the frigate was not in sight; the Peacock
turned and headed northward and again made the
frigate which gave chase a second time until 2 p.m.,
when finding it could not come up, desisted. In
the evening the Peacock once more headed northward and saw nothing until Tuesday (May 3) at
13. O.R.N., Warrington to Secy. of Navy, Apr. 29, 1814
14. O.R.N., Warrington to Secy. of Navy, Apr. 29, May 4, 1814;
N.W.R., May 25, 1814, p. 214
15. O.R.N., Warrington to Secy. of Navy, May 4, 1814.
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daylight, when a large ship, supposed to be the
same frigate, started in chase and was again run
out of sight. The Peacock made Tybee light at 3
o’clock a.m. May 4 and later came to anchor in the
harbor, where Commander Warrington learned to
his great surprise that the Epervier had also arrived at Savannah several days previously.
Following the separation of the Peacock and the
Epervier in the late afternoon of April 30, the other
British frigate approached the Epervier, but the
wind was light and both ships moved very slowly.
The Epervier was close inshore and to prevent her
escape or that of her crew the frigate lowered its
boats, filled with armed men, which now took up
the chase. The boats gained upon her and her
position became critical, when Lieutenant Nicolson resorted to stratagem successfully. Using the
trumpet, as if his vessel were full of men, he summoned them in a loud voice to prepare to fire a
broadside. The enemy in the boats heard the order and fled. Had they known the real state of
affairs they might have captured the Epervier in
five minutes with little loss. In the night the
wind freshened and the Epervier made Savannah
the next day (May 1) without further incident.
News of the Peacock’s victory spread over the
country. The press stressed it as one of the important events of the war. Master Commandant
Warrington and his officers were lionized at Savannah and elsewhere. In appreciation of the victory
Congress passed a resolution, approved October 21,
1814, requesting the President to present a gold
medal to Captain (Master Commandant) Warrington, a silver medal to each of the commissioned
officers; and a sword to each midshipman and the
sailing master.
16. Ibid.
17. Lossing’s account in Pictorial Field Book of the War of 1812
18. O.R.N.,, Nicolson to Secy. of Navy, May 1, 1814
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C RUISES

At the time of the Congressional action Warrington was off on another cruise. He sailed from
Savannah June 14, 1814, to carry the war to the
home waters of the enemy. In Biscay Bay and St.
George’s Channel he made havoc among British shipping. Men of war were dispatched with specific
instructions to find and destroy the Peacock, but
the sagacity of her commander coupled with her
remarkable sailing ability kept her out of trouble.
The Peacock returned by way the Canaries and
Lesser Antilles, ran the British blockade off the
Atlantic arriving at New York late in October
after a cruise of 147 days. Fourteen prizes were
taken on this cruise, aggregating $500,000 in value;
all were burned or sunk except two. Soon after
his return Warrington was promoted to captain.
In the meantime the Epervier was sold at Savannah August 11, 1814, and was immediately thereafter bought by the Government for $55,000. The
ship was completely repaired and equipped, when
she took her place in the navy under her original
name. Master Commandant John Downes was assigned as her commander. This officer was Captain Porter’s right hand man as first lieutenant of
the U. S. S. Essex on the famous cruise in the southern Pacific.
In January 1815, a squadron was formed at New
York, comprising the frigate President and the
sloops of war Peacock and Hornet, designed for
the Indian Ocean, where it was
British
commerce offered a good field. The President,
under command of Decatur, sailed out of New York
January 14, and was immediately chased by four
19.

N.W.R. Nov. 12, 1814, p. 155, Warrington’s report to Secy. of Navy.

20. American Papers, Naval Affairs, XIV, p. 426
21. N.W.R., Nov. 26, 1814, p. 191
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The Epervier

Among the gifts publicly presented to Master Commandant
Warrington in commemoration of the victory off the Florida
coast was a gold-headed walking cane on the crown of which
was engraved the outline of the Epervier-the only known contemporary illustration of that brig of war. Though the actual
size of the ship as engraved is no larger than a ten-cent coin,
under powerful glass a considerable amount of detail is revealed.
The above drawing is of the illustration on the cane. without
amendment except where necessary to complete detail indicated
but not fulls developed in the diminutive original. The United
States ensign above the British flag on the same halyard displayed from the maintruck signifies captured British ship; from
the spanker-gaff, that the ship is under command of U. S. officers and crew. The stripes on the hull are conspicuous and
suggest an earls idea of camouflage. Around the edge of the
gold crown, encircling the Epervier, are the words “Lewis Warrington, U. S. N.” On the band below is engraved “From the
Ruins of the Palace of the Cesars to the Captor of the Epervier”;
this refers to the cane, which has many knots and appears to
have been the stem of a shrub. 28
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British men of war-the British at this time were
maintaining a tight blockade of the Atlantic coast.
After a severe fight the President surrendered.
The Peacock and the Hornet soon afterwards got
through and headed for the selected rendezvous,
Tristan da Cunha (a group of islands midway between South America and the Cape of Good Hope),
where they met late in March. Sailing thence for
the Indian seas they soon became separated, when
the Peacock proceeded upon her own itinerary and
we do not hear of her again for two months. News
that the treaty of peace at Ghent had been signed
(December 24, did not reach the United States
until after the departure of these ships.
Upon the ratification of peace by the United
States (February 18, 1815), plans were formulated
for the dispatch of a squadron to the Mediterranean
to punish the Algerine pirates for their depredations upon United States shipping and citizens. The
first section of the squadron under the command
of Commodore Decatur sailed May 20, and arrived
at Gibraltar about three weeks later. Decatur soon
fell in with the Algerine fleet and made a quick
clean-up of it. The Epervier was with the squadron
and played her part well by capturing a brig of
22 guns. 23

The Algerines were not slow in suing for peace
and signing a treaty. The Epervier was selected
to carry the treaty to the United States for ratification along with the official reports of the victory.
Lieutenant John T. Shubrick was assigned as commander on this voyage, replacing Master Commandant Downes who was transferred to a frigate.
With a number of Americans aboard that had been
held captive by the Algerines, the Epervier left the
squadron July 7, 1815. She was reported through
22. J. A. Spencer, History of the United States, 1866, III, p. 274
23. Ibid, p. 297
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the Strait of Gibraltar on the 12th. Nothing further was ever heard of her. Her fate remains a
mystery of the sea.
LAST SHOT OF THE WAR OF 1812

June 30, 1815. While the Epervier was chasing
pirates in the Mediterranean another event occurred far to the eastward. Captain Warrington,
who had not yet heard of the peace between the
United States and Great Britain, was still on his
cruise. In the Strait of Sunda, off Anjier, Java,
he fell in with the British East India Company’s
armed brig Nautilus, commanded by Lieutenant
Charles Boyce, R. N. The brig mounted ten 18-lb.
carronades and four long nines, and carried a crew
of 130 men.
When the Peacock approached within hailing distance Lieutenant Boyce asked Captain Warrington
if he knew peace had been declared. Warrington
replied in the negative. Believing this to be a ruse
of some sort, the brig being cleared and preparing
for action, he directed Boyce to haul his colors down
if it were the case in token of it, adding that if he
failed to do so he would fire into him. This being
refused one of the forward guns was fired at the
Nautilus, which immediately replied with a broadside. The Peacock then discharged her full broadside at the brig, killing six and wounding seven or
eight, mostly lascars. Lieutenant-Boyce was slightly and his first officer mortally wounded. The
Nautilus now struck her flag. No one was killed
or wounded aboard the Peacock and she received
no damage in the action.
The next day Captain Warrington considered
such intelligence as the British had to communicate,
24. N.W.R., Oct. 7, 1815, p. 104, Dec. 2, 1815, p. 244; Spencer,
op. cit., p. 298
25. N.W.R., Nov. 11, 1815, Mar. 23, 1816, p. 58, Warrington’s

official reports to Secy. of Navy
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none of which was official. Though still not thoroughly convinced he gave up the Nautilus, first
stopping the shot holes and putting her rigging in
order. Warrington later received satisfactory information that peace had been restored.
Thus, on June 30, 1815, the last shot of the War
of 1812 was fired in a broadside by the Peacock
more than months after the treaty of peace had
been signed at Ghent, which also was the last act
of war between the United States and Great Britain
from that day to this.
After an absence of nine months the Peacock arrived at New York, October 30, On this cruise
she made four captures (which indicates a limited
British commerce in the Indian Ocean at that time);
of these two were burned, one cartel, one (Nautilus)
returned. Here ended t h e spectacular fighting
career of this little ship of the early United States
navy, beginning off the Florida coast and ending
in a far-away eastern sea with a total of nineteen
captures to her credit. During this period she had
but one commander, Lewis Warrington.
Lewis Warrington (1782-1851) was born at Williamsburg, Virginia, educated at William and Mary
college, entered the Navy as midshipman (1800)
and promoted to lieutenant (1807), master commandant (1813) and captain (November 22, 1814).
He was
member of the
of officers
with Perry, Decatur and others to pass on and
recommend (January 3, 1814) plans submitted by
Robert Fulton for a warship to be propelled by
steam. After the war he commanded a frigate on
the Mediterranean station (1816-1820), was commandant of Norfolk navy yard (1821-4), and commander of the West Indian squadron (1824-25).
Late in 1825, he, with Commodores Bainbridge and
26. N.W.R., Nov. 11, 1815, Warrington’s official report to Secy.
of Navy, Nov. 2, 1815
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Biddle, as a commission, visited Pensacola to fix
on a site for a naval base; they were given an
elaborate banquet at which Judge Henry Brackenridge presided. The site was selected and Captain
Warrington assigned to establish the depot; he was
therefore the first commandant of Pensacola navy
yard (1826). A town was built on the reservation
and named for him. (The original town existed
until 1931, when needing more ground for the expansion of the navy yard it was moved under the
same name to another location two miles nearer
Pensacola.) Captain W a r r i n g t o n remained at
Pensacola a year, then was commandant of Norfolk
navy yard again (1827-31). Afterwards he served
on important naval boards and commissions some
of which he headed. He was chief of Bureau of
Ordnance at the time of his death in Washington,
October 12, 1851.
27.

Appletons' Encyclopedia of American Biography, 1888; N.W.R,

Jan. 29, 1814, p. 364; Dec. 24, 1825. p. 262
28. The cane remained a family possession and is now owned by
E. Fitzgerald King of Jacksonville, Fla. Its existence was
disclosed through the activities of the Florida Historical
Records Survey.
29. The original painting is in the private collection of Beverley
R. Robinson of New York. It was made circa 1865, artist
unknown. The design of the ships conforms in fine detail
to contemporary descriptions of them. With the consent of
Mr. Robinson the Peacock’s flag has been retouched in this
reproduction in order to bring out distinctly the almost forgotten design of our flag in the War of 1812, namely, fifteen
stars and fifteen stripes. The Nautilus flies the flag of the
British East India Company. (Consult National Geographic
Magazine, Flag Number, October 1917, Nos. 7 and 1129)
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